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Throughout my 35 years of commissioned service, I lived in a world where the good guys spoke
English and the bad guys spoke Russian. Today, our world is a very different place. We live in a
“global village” where information, commerce, and even CNN pay little attention to national
borders—much to the chagrin of some nations that would try to keep those influences out. As
technology brings our world closer, culture, tradition, and history remind us how we differ. Around 
the world today, we see regional, religious, and ethnic differences becoming more pronounced—and 
tensions mounting. Throughout our force, we need to establish a presence of officers proficient in
foreign language and area studies—officers who can be effective in shaping events or responding to
a contingency anywhere in the world on a moment’s notice.

Our vision for the Air Force of the twenty-first century is Global Engagement, which mandates the
capability to take immediate action—to deploy anywhere in the world, no matter how primitive the
airstrip or how remote the location, in a few hours’ time. In our globally engaged Air Force, there’s no
time for 18 months at the Defense Language Institute. We need people with language and cultural
skills in place and ready, just as we need pilots and satellite controllers. I highly commend Colonel
Mueller and Lieutenant Colonel Daubach for the  work they’ve done to show why we need this cadre of
foreign-language experts and how we plan to acquire, train, and retain them.

—Gen Henry Viccellio Jr.
USAF, Retired      



THE UNITED STATES still lacks ade -
quate foreign- language ca pa bili ties
de spite the best in ten tions (and
many dol lars) of the Na tional De -

fense Edu ca tion Act of 1958 and the simi lar
Na tional Se cu rity Edu ca tion Act of 1991. The
1979 “wake- up call” from the Presi den tial
Com mis sion on For eign Lan guage and In ter -
na tional Stud ies, which called this situa tion
“scan dal ous,” went un heard. Ac cord ing to
former con gress man Leon Panetta, “the situa -
tion is no longer scan dal ous, as it was de -
scribed; our cur rent na tional situa tion with
re gard to in ter na tional skills and un der stand -
ing is merely ap pall ing.”1 Con sis tent with na -
tional trends, the foreign- language and area-
 expertise ca pa bili ties of the De part ment of
De fense (DOD) are equally ap pall ing:

In every war in its history, the US Army has
turned to native speakers of one kind or
another to meet its language needs. Each time,
it was a last-minute expedient. Desert Storm
was no different. . . .

In Desert Storm, all four services met their
linguistic requirements in one fashion or
another, yet all faced potentially crippling
shortages.2

We had to put 500,000 American men and
women in our armed services in harm’s way
because our intelligence community failed to
anticipate an impending military crisis. . . . The
lesson is clear. We need policy-makers,
diplomats and intelligence analysts expert in
cultures and languages that encompass all
regions of the world.3

DOD, Air Force, and other governmental-
 agency stud ies, audits, in spec tions, and re -
ports have con sis tently criti cized the dearth
of foreign- language and foreign- area skills in
the mili tary serv ices. A De fense In tel li gence
Agency (DIA) as sess ment of 1988 found that

mili tary at ta chés “lacked func tional lan guage 
skills.” A Gov ern ment Ac count ing Of fice
(GAO) re port of 1990 de ter mined that de -
fense lan guage pro grams “did not ade quately
ac com plish their ob jec tive in train ing par tici -
pants to be pro fi cient in lan guages.” A De -
fense Lan guage In sti tute For eign Lan guage
Cen ter’s (DLIFLC) study of 1992 found that
“short courses for con tin gen cies were of lim -
ited value for stu dents to reach pro fi ciency.”
A Func tional Man age ment In spec tion of 1991 
by the Air For ce’s In spec tor Gen eral (IG)
found that “per son nel with re gional knowl -
edge or for eign lan guage pro fi ciency were not 
iden ti fied or ef fec tively util ized” and that
“lan guage train ing and pro fi ciency main te -
nance meth ods were not sat is fy ing Air Force
re quire ments for lan guage ca pa bil ity.” In
1993 the DOD IG found “in com plete and un -
clear plans, poli cies, roles, and re spon si bili -
ties for man ag ing and exe cut ing the De fense
For eign Lan guage Pro gram.” And a GAO re -
port of 1994 noted that “the Air Force does
not have a Com mand Lan guage Pro gram.”4

These well- documented de fi cien cies dur -
ing more pre dict able chal lenges bode poorly
for the less pre dict able and far more di verse
chal lenges of a new engagement- and-
 enlargement strat egy. The Air For ce’s Global
En gage ment vi sion, which im ple ments air -
power and space power in sup port of that
strat egy, makes a dis cus sion of global skills
rele vant, timely, and nec es sary. For pur poses
of this ar ti cle, we de fine global skills as lan -
guage pro fi ciency within a cul tural and re -
gional con text.

Former Security Environment:
Old Paradigm for
Language Skills
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Just as we were ill-equipped to deal with the technological threats of the Cold War era, today we lack
the linguistic an d cultural skills and resources fundamental to competing in the new international
environment.

—Former Senator David Boren (D-Okla.)   
Chairman, Senate Intelligence Committee



DOD’s language- training ef forts of the
cold- war era mir rored the pre vail ing con tain -
ment strat egy and fo cused on the lan guage of
po ten tial ad ver sar ies. “Our un for tu nate ex -
pe ri ence has been that for eign lan guage ca pa -
bil ity in the Ameri can armed forces has been
re stricted pri mar ily to only one sphere of
mili tary ac tiv ity. . . . The mili tary sig nifi cance
of for eign lan guage com pe tence is pi geon -
holed into the cate gory of mili tary in tel li -
gence—stra te gic and tac ti cal.” 5

Mili tary lan guage pro grams re flect the
Ameri can mind- set on lan guage skills, which
ac counts in large meas ure for our na tional
fail ure in the lan guage and area- studies
arena. Un like most other na tions, the United
States has tra di tion ally at trib uted a “short-
 term, me chani cal value to for eign lan guages” 
and nei ther un der stands nor ap pre ci ates (and 
there fore does not ac cept) the re la tion ship
be tween lan guage and cul ture. In 1989 a sur -
vey of 32 Ameri can in ter na tional busi ness
lead ers, for ex am ple, found that these lead ers
be lieved that

lan guage is di vorced from its cul tural
con text;
cross- cultural un der stand ing is im por -
tant for do ing busi ness in the global
econ omy, but few con sid ered for eign
lan guage as a key ele ment in this un der -
stand ing; and
for eign lan guage was not a prob lem
since it could be “man aged”—when
needs arose, ap pro pri ate skills would be
lo cated.6

Re ly ing on the “man aged” model, the mili -
tary has scram bled in con tin gen cies to lo cate
the nec es sary skills in groups as di verse as Ku -
waiti ex change stu dents and cab driv ers from
New York City and Wash ing ton, D.C. Be cause 
mili tary lead ers have ac cepted this short-
 term, me chani cal view of lan guage skills and
be cause we have been able to man age this
prob lem, we largely ig nore language-
 maintenance pro grams. “While it takes
longer to ac quire mini mal com pe tence in a
lan guage than to train for most mili tary oc cu -
pa tions, there is less op por tu nity for and less
em pha sis placed on, the main te nance of the
more ex pen sive skill.”7

The mis guided Ameri can mind- set on
foreign- language skills also drove us to the
pre vail ing “just- in- time” language- training
model used through out gov ern ment. Al -
though we suc cess fully man aged our way
through the cold war and re cent con tin gency
op era tions, this model is des tined to fail in a
long- term, engagement- oriented na tional se -
cu rity strat egy.

New Security Challenges,
Missions, Strategies, and Skills

In Global En gage ment: A Vi sion for the 21st
Cen tury Air Force, the Air Force lead er ship pro -
foundly and di rectly re de fines the serv ice’s
mis sion in light of a new international-
 security arena, stat ing that “the abil ity of the
Air Force to en gage glob ally, us ing both le thal 
and non- lethal means is vi tal to to day’s na -
tional se cu rity of en gage ment and en large -
ment. At pres ent al most a quar ter of USAF per -
son nel are de ployed over seas at any one
time.”8 Hu mani tar ian, peacekeep ing, and
peace- enforcement mis sions; se cu rity as sis -
tance; coa li tion build ing and main te nance;
treaty en force ment; and drug in ter dic tion ac -
count for many of these de ploy ments. Rooted 
in the po liti cal, eco nomic, and mili tary re ali -
ties of emerg ing global- security con cerns, the
Air For ce’s new stra te gic vi sion is co gent and
com pel ling.

Moreo ver, im plied but not stated in the vi -
sion is an un prece dented need for global
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“While it takes longer to acquire
minimal competence in a language

than to train for most military
occupations, there is less

opportunity for and less emphasis
placed on, the maintenance of the

more expensive skill.”



skills to en hance the en gage ment pro cess
and to sup port the shift from cold war to
Global En gage ment strate gies. Purely me -
chani cal lan guage skills that served—al beit
poorly—stra te gic and tac ti cal in tel li gence
pur poses, for ex am ple, will not serve the
broader re quire ments of emerg ing en gage -
ment strate gies. As Sam uel P. Hunting ton has
pointed out, “In the post–Cold War world,
the most im por tant dis tinc tions be tween
peo ples are no longer ideo logi cal, po liti cal,
or eco nomic. The dis tinc tions are cul tural.”9

Fu ture Air Force lead ers must rec og nize the
im por tance of these cul tural dis tinc tions in
or der to im ple ment ef fec tive en gage ment
strate gies, es pe cially at lower lev els. In a by -
gone era, Air Force peo ple rain ing down fire
and steel had few mo tives for cross- cultural
un der stand ing. In the fu ture, a lack of cross-
 cultural per spec tive will, at best, cre ate ob sta -
cles to Global En gage ment and, at worst, lead
to dis en gage ment and iso la tion—fos ter ing
the kind of re gional in sta bil ity we seek to
com bat.

As the only true su per power in to day’s
mul ti po lar world, the United States is the
only power with a na tional iden tity, clearly
de fined po liti cal and eco nomic val ues, and
the ca pa bil ity of ex er cis ing in ter na tional pri -
macy and in flu ence.1 0 For the Air Force in the
late 1980s and early 1990s, build ing US in flu -
ence meant con trol ling and po lic ing former
So viet client- protectorates turned re gional
rene gades. A na tional se cu rity strat egy para -
digm shift be gan for the Air Force with “for -
ward pres ence,” “global reach,” and “global
power pro jec tion” sup plant ing age- old,
cold- war, forward- based, nuclear- readiness
pos tur ing.11

DOD’s Bottom- Up Re view (BUR) of 1993
framed the base line for the fur ther evo lu tion
of our na tional se cu rity strat egy para digm.12

It re mains to day the doc trinal un der pin ning
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s Joint Vi sion 2010
and the Air For ce’s new stra te gic vi sion. The
BUR is clear on DOD’s core val ues: the pro -
mo tion of demo cratic gov ern ments and hu -
man rights, the peace ful reso lu tion of re -
gional con flicts, and the main te nance of
open in ter na tional eco nomic mar kets stand

at the heart of de fense guid ance. Moreo ver,
US na tional se cu rity strat egy hinges on ex -
panded po liti cal, eco nomic, and mili tary en -

gage ment around the world. Fur ther, ac cord -
ing to the BUR, our Global En gage ment must
be con ducted within a two fold goal: re duc ing
dan gers to our na tional in ter ests (threat pre -
ven tion) and en larg ing in ter na tional co op -
era tion (part ner ship) for free dom and
peace.1 3

DOD’s com mit ment to Global En gage -
ment as a na tional se cu rity strat egy acknowl-
 edges that US mili tary forces will in creas ingly
be called upon for op era tions short of war
such as peacekeep ing and peace en force -
ment.1 4 Fur ther more, the Of fice of the Sec re -
tary of De fense pos its that “de fense by other
means”—namely tar geted eco nomic aid, co -
op era tive mili tary edu ca tion and train ing,
and ro bust military- to- military con tact pro -
grams—fos ters mu tual un der stand ing and co -
op era tion through en gage ment. Fi nally, the
BUR es tab lishes sev eral “global co op era tive
ini tia tives.” In ad di tion to co op era tive in ter -
na tional threat re duc tions and coun ter pro lif -
era tion pro grams, the US mili tary is seen as
hav ing an in creased role in pro vid ing hu -
mani tar ian as sis tance and dis as ter re lief to
coun ter the rise of re gional in sta bili ties that
could lead to armed con flicts.15 In short, our
na tional se cu rity strat egy em ploys US mili -
tary forces in an un prece dented global way to
which this deca de’s military- deployment rec -
ord and op era tions tempo bear wit ness.

Flow ing from our “new Na tional Se cu rity
Strat egy,” Global En gage ment: A Vi sion for the
21st Cen tury Air Force rec og nizes the chang ing
global- security en vi ron ment, with pro jec tion
of forces based in the con ti nen tal United
States,  un pre dict able mis sions, and
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Foreign-language/area skills must
be developed—over the long haul,
not overnight—as necessary tools for 
the Total Force.



constabulary- humanitarian roles be com ing
the op era tional norm. Moreo ver, the strat egy
man dates that the Air For ce’s fu ture lies in a
ca pa bil ity for “im me di ate ac tion, op era tions
in non- traditional en vi ron ments” and the ca -
pac ity to op er ate “as part ners in re gional
(coa li tion) op era tions.”1 6 Clearly, many of

these op era tions will be in non- English-
 speaking re gions and with non- English-
 speaking coa li tion part ners, mak ing a level of
global skills mission- essential.

Implementing a New Plan
Rec og niz ing the need to re view the Air For -

ce’s foreign- language ca pa bili ties, the com -
mander of Air Edu ca tion and Train ing Com -
mand and the Air For ce’s dep uty chief of staff
for per son nel com mis sioned a 13- agency To -
tal Force pro cess ac tion team (PAT) in 1994.
The PAT com pleted its re port in De cem ber
1995, and the Air Force lead er ship en dorsed
many of the team’s rec om men da tions in
early 1996. Some of the rec om men da tions
have al ready been im ple mented; oth ers are
cur rently in Air Staff co or di na tion. Ac cord ing 
to an ar ti cle in Air Force Times, “in creased de -
ploy ments over seas, whether for war or
peacekeep ing, have the Air Force tak ing new
stock in the for eign lan guage ca pa bili ties of
its mem bers.” 17

The PAT sug gested one over arch ing con -
sid era tion and 31 spe cific rec om men da tions
fal ling into four broad cate go ries. Of fore -
most im por tance is the no tion that foreign-
 language/foreign- area skills are re quired to
do Air Force mis sions in the twenty- first cen -
tury. The Air Force should cre ate no new spe -
cial ist ca reer field—for en listed or of fi -
cers—from which the serv ice could plug

lin guists into con tin gen cies. That is not the
na ture of Global En gage ment. Fur ther, eve ry -
body doesn’t need to be a lin guist—that’s
over kill for many Air Force peo ple with a
grow ing myr iad of tech ni cal and pro fes sional
re spon si bili ties. In stead, a fresh look at the
mis sions of en gage ment and a com men su rate 
change in the Air Force at ti tude re gard ing
these skills will best serve our needs.

Spe cifi cally, foreign- language/area skills
must be de vel oped—over the long haul, not
over night—as nec es sary tools for the To tal
Force. It is dif fi cult to in cor po rate a skills-
 development model in a requirements- based
train ing sys tem wherein one can not pre dict
the re quire ments ac cu rately. The “cre ate ’em
over night” tac tic is no so lu tion; in stead, it
con trib utes to the prob lem. To meet the
long- term needs of our en gage ment strat egy,
the PAT pro posed build ing a pool of re sources 
across all Air Force spe cial ties in the To tal
Force. Moreo ver, by care fully track ing and
man ag ing language- skilled Air Force peo ple,
we can re duce un nec es sary train ing costs.
Again, new mis sions equal new think ing.
Within ex pected fund ing con straints, a
“pool- building” model would likely serve us
bet ter than the tra di tional requirements-
 based model.18 To ward that end, the PAT also
made spe cific rec om men da tions in four gen -
eral ar eas.

First, we should iden tify and track the skills
we al ready have, as well as those com ing
through the ac ces sion door. Cur rently, the
sys tem tracks only those mem bers who have
taken the De fense Lan guage Pro fi ciency Test
(DLPT): per son nel who de manded to be
tested, those who filled a language-
 designated po si tion, and those who gradu -
ated from the De fense Lan guage In sti tute.
From the PAT- recommended For eign Lan -
guage Self As sess ment (FLSA) sur vey, com -
pleted in No vem ber 1996, of all ac tive,
Guard, and Re serve mem bers, the Air Force
Per son nel Cen ter (AFPC) iden ti fied over
72,000 peo ple with skills in 207 lan guages or
dia lects. Thus, the FLSA iden ti fied new lan -
guage re sources ena bling rapid iden ti fi ca tion
of in di vidu als with lan guage ca pa bili ties to
re spond to mis sion needs. Clearly, this new
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We must consider these [language]
skills as part of the accessions

decisions and create incentives for
those members who have the skills.



da ta base will help to iden tify per son nel for
spe cial train ing, as sign ments, and con tin gen -
cies.19

Sec ond, our foreign- language, just- in- time 
train ing model is all wrong. Lan guage pro fi -
ciency comes with time. We sim ply can not
train peo ple quickly to be pro fi cient in a for -
eign lan guage. For dif fi cult lan guages, we
can not do it in even two, three, or more years. 
Just- in- time lan guage train ing fol lows a
requirements- based plan ning model that just
does not fit. For ex am ple, when AFPC has a re -
quire ment for some body with foreign-
 language skills for a nor mal as sign ment ro ta -
tion, it re views the force for veri fied DLPT
scores. In rare cases, a per son with the skills
vol un teers, and the mis sion is com plete
(warm space, warm face). More of ten, a vol -
un teer or non vol un teer is sent to just- in- time
train ing, re ports to the as sign ment un able to
speak the lan guage, and the mis sion is com -
plete (warm space, wrong face). It’s even
worse in a con tin gency (hot space, no face),
when there’s no such thing as just- in- the-
 nick- of- time lan guage train ing. In stead, we
must change the model to find them if we can,
train them only if we must. That means home -
grown foreign- language skills from the ac ces -
sion points. We must con sider these skills as
part of the ac ces sions de ci sions and cre ate in -
cen tives for those mem bers who have the
skills. It is far more sen si ble, ef fec tive, and ef -
fi cient to iden tify language- proficient peo ple
at the door than to train them years later.20

Third, “home grow ing” is use less if we
don’t “home groom.” We must main tain and
use  the foreign- language skills of Air Force
peo ple. We need ro bust foreign- language
main te nance re sources in the Base Edu ca tion
Of fice and un der gradu ate and gradu ate

academic- degree pro grams in for eign lan -
guages and foreign- area stud ies. We need
command- sponsored foreign- language im -
mer sion pro grams as well as a flexi ble and re -
spon si ble personnel- assignment sys tem in
which oth er wise quali fied peo ple who have
lan guage skills re ceive pri or ity for foreign-
 language- related as sign ments.21

Fourth, we must cre ate and sup port in sti tu -
tional in cen tives for Air Force peo ple to iden -
t i fy,  ac quire,  and main tain foreign-
 language/area skills. We must ex plore mone -
tary in creases in foreign- language pro fi ciency 
pay, with par ity in pay for Guard and Re serve
per son nel and bo nuses for suc ces sive years of
higher DLPT scores. We need to give as sign -
ment pri ori ties to language- qualified peo ple
for for eign lo ca tions. Fi nally—and this is an
emo tional is sue—we should look at fac tor ing
lan guage pro fi ciency into the pro mo tion pro -
cess.2 2

Taken at face value, Global En gage ment: A
Vi sion for the 21st Cen tury Air Force guar an tees
a fu ture for more and more Air Force peo ple
act ing as am bas sa dors and in ter fac ing with
other na tions for the good of our coun try’s
na tional ob jec tives. This means that change is 
in the air for the Air Force. Of course, there
will be re sis tance to this change, and some of
it will come from the top. With only 11 serv -
ing gen eral of fi cers (out of three hun dred in
the ac tive Air Force) and 185 colo nels (out of
four thou sand) flu ent in a for eign lan guage,23

the im por tance of yet an other ca pa bil ity and
de mand on our Air Force peo ple is bound to
be ques tioned. But Global En gage ment: A Vi -
sion for the 21st Cen tury Air Force is ex actly
about change, and by 2025 a new Air Force
crew, highly ca pa ble of deal ing with a new Air 
Force cul ture, will never doubt that Global
En gage ment re quires Global Skills.  
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There are peo ple who strictly de prive them selves of each and
every eat able, drink able, and smo kable which has in any
way ac quired a shady repu ta tion. They pay this price for
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dry.

—Mark Twain (Sam uel Cle mens)
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